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Introduction
 
The word counselling appeared during the ‘50 in the USA and during the ‘70 in Europe, particularly with reference 
to U.K. In Danon’s opinion (2003) it deals with an activity that is essentially pragmatic, whose ultimate aim lies in 
offering orientation and support to the students. According to this proposal, one of its principal field of application 
has concerned the reintegration of the war veterans in the American society after the Second World war, in order to 
face the contingent necessities of giving help and consulting, adopting approaches faster than psychotherapy 
(Biggio, 2005). Later this activity was employed in different domains of the society. 
Lots of authors agree that the counselling field can be divided in specific branches of application (society, work, 
school, university) and remark that the main essence of this activity consists in giving people the opportunity to put 
their own resources into action in case of need. 
The counselling service can be traced as a set of listening and communicating activities referred to someone who is 
in trouble, and their goal is either to promote the personal knowledge towards his resources, or to analyse his 
expectations and interactions towards the social environment. This kind of interaction appears as a consulting action 
that could help people in the self-orientation, so that they can find their path within environmental opportunities/ 
constraints in order to achieve a satisfactory individual goal. 
The definition of counselling service immediately remarks a facet of great interest within the debate about the 
psychological intervention: it represents more an operating procedure than a specific discipline. The scientific 
literature has also a strong commitment on the documentation of practical research experiences rather than 
theoretical dissertations.  
The counselling services – as the scientific literature reports – are developed within several theoretical orientations 
and depending on the approach they are tailored. 
In this report the counselling services follow the psychodynamic orientation in clinical psychology, whose purpose 
is to facilitate the individual route, with respect of own values, individual resources and self-efficacy (British 
Association for Counselling, 1994).  
Counselling services specifically offered to higher education students are provided in the north-American culture 
since 1930 (Kirk, Free, Johnson, Michel, Redfild, Roston, Warman, 1971). According to this tradition the 
counselling services aim at offering both, (a) a support to personal development, either in cases of “personal crisis” 
or throughout the didactic path; (b) a support to solve personal difficulties that affect the academic performance and 
the engagement in the university context. The empirical evidences have pointed out the utility of this methodology 
in order to prevent the academic abandonments and to promote adaptive paths (Pattison and Harris, 2006).  
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The counselling services intend to promote the acquisition of an active role by the students in order to define their 
own learning strategies according to personal values and expectations. Furthermore counselling services aim to 
strengthen both the appropriate personal resources to cope with contingent difficulties that can evoke feelings of 
inadequacy in relation to goal achievement, and the ability to manage specific aspects of vulnerability (Gore, 2008).  
On the base of such premises, the International Telematic University “Uninettuno” activated the first Center of 
Psychological Counselling in Italy for the students attending distance learning university. Unlike other states, Italian 
telematic universities have not developed consolidated counselling services with a specific clinical vocation yet, 
which are able to fulfil the specific needs of the students attending distance learning university. 
The Counselling Centre, created according to a psychodynamic orientation (Giannakoulas, Fizzarotti Selvaggi, 
2003), is part of the learning project promoted by the Telematic International University “Uninettuno” whose 
psycho-pedagogic model strongly focuses on the needs of the students throughout a continuous and dynamic 
interaction among learners and teachers (Garito, 2002). 
Therefore, according to the psychodynamic approach, the specific methodology of the counselling interviews has the 
objective to promote the development of the individual resources of the students, in order to redefine the meaning of 
past critical emotional experiences, whilst being potentially transformative meetings finalized to enhance self-
knowledge. Therefore the counselling services do not aim at replacing the therapeutic interventions rather have their 
own specific goal to orientate and discriminate among learning processes and emotional regulations (Ferraro, 
Peterlli, 2000).  
Such intervention, already experimented in literature with higher education students, has been applied to adult 
students in a distance learning university for the first time with its own learning and interaction rules. 
 
Pilot Study: Counselling At Distance Learning University  
 
This report gets into the bidirectional and interactive psycho-pedagogic model developed and adopted at the 
International Telematic University “Uninettuno” – UTIU (Garito, 2002, Garito 1999). In this model, the student 
plays an active role with regard to the learning path, determining her own pace, the appropriate modalities on the 
base of personal objectives, success criteria, expectations, resources and weaknesses. The University provide the 
students with structured and stimulating learning opportunities, able to raise the interest and the motivation of the 
students regarding the different disciplines, by using flexible strategies tailored to individual needs and differences 
of the users (Azevedo, Guthrie and Seibert, 2004; Schnk and Zimmerman, 2007; Zimmermann, 2008). 
Within such scenario, where good learning paths stem from a dynamic and synergic interaction among all the actors 
involved in learning; the counselling service has been activated and offered to the students. The service intends to 
offer a psychological counselling to students experiencing emotional stress with regard to the personal and relational 
difficulties. The psychodynamic counselling is carried out through a short series of conversations aiming to deepen 
the causes of the difficulties that have been pointed out during the initial interview. In particular the conversations 
make possible:  
a) to promote and strengthen the student’s skills of managing the learning aspects;  
b) to reflect upon own method, enhancing the strengths and changing the weaknesses;  
c) to learn managing the worries and the anxiety related to the examination;  
d) to promote the membership to the learning community;  
e) to identify and correct untimely behaviours and other weaknesses in passing the examinations. 
 
This in progress study shoots for the identification of the resources and the vulnerabilities of the students who 
benefit from the counselling intervention and, in the long run, the evaluation of the function of the Counselling 
Center towards students’ performance and achievement. Because of the recent service activation at UTIU, the 
current and initial objective of the study is to trace the emotional-adaptive profile of the students who benefit from 
it. 
In particular we propose to examine which aspects of psycho-pathologic risk typify the students attending the 
counselling centre and whether such characteristics distinguish the UTIU students from the ones attending 
traditional universities.  
The investigation of the psychological profile of the students attending a distance learning university stems from the 
need to know whether to modulate the counselling interventions on the base of peculiar areas of vulnerability. 
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2. Method 
 
The sample 
 
The sample is composed of N=32 students attending the counselling service in the last 6 months course. 78% is 
represented by women, the average age is 40,8; ds=10,9. 
 
Instruments and procedure 
 
At the end of the first conversation the Achenbach’s (Achenbach, Rescorla, 2003) Adult Self-Report has been 
administered. It is an auto-evaluation questionnaire with dimensional classifications that estimate emotional and 
behavioural problems and competences. The instrument consists of 132 clinic items with a three steps answer (0 
“not true”; 1 “partially or sometimes true”; 2 “very true or often true).  
The instrument targets to identify problems connected with the Internalizing (Į =.82) and the Externalizing (Į = .76) 
problems. The internalization problems include behavioural, emotional and social problems, such Withdrawn (Į = 
.54), Somatic Complaints (Į =.64), Anxiety/Depression (Į = .72). The area of the problems referred to the 
externalisation a tendency to express the problems to outwards, with aggressive behaviours (Į =.68) and rule-
breaking behaviors (Į = .60). The other syndromes take place between 2 dimensions and they are: Thought 
Problems (Į =71, attention problems (Į = .62), intrusive thoughts (Į = .46). To every student the privacy of personal 
data and emerged results has been profusely guaranteed.  
 
Results  
Descriptive analysis  
Regarding the gender differences, the ANOVA analysis shows that male and female profiles don't reveal meaningful 
differences (tab.1).  
 
UTable 1. Average and standard deviation separately about the gender 
 
 MALES FEMALES
 Means 
Standard 
Deviation  Means 
Standard 
Deviation 
A_D 15,3 4,4  14,9 5,5 
RIT 5,9 2,8  4,6 2,6 
LAM 3,9 2,3  3,5 2,4 
DIS_PE 7,6 4,6  7,6 3,7 
ATT 13,4 4,6  12,0 3,9 
AGG 15,0 6,3  12,6 4,4 
TRASG 12,1 4,8  13,5 3,9 
INTR 5,4 1,6  4,6 1,9 
INT 25,0 8,1   23,0 9,0 
EXT 27,1 10,6   26,1 7,2 
 
Note. A_D = Anxiety/Depression; RIT = Withdrawn; LAM = Somatic Complaints; DIS_PE = Thought Problems; 
ATT = Attention Problems; AGG = aggressive behaviours TRASG = rule-breaking behaviors; INTR = intrusive; 
INT = Internalizing Problems; EXT = Externalizing Problems.  
 
Regarding the age, the correlational analysis show a peculiar association between the age and the social retreat: a 
greater social retreat  (r = .48; p = .005) joins a more elevated age of the students. 
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As regards then the relation among the examined dimensions, all the variables are positively and meaningfully 
associated. (See the table 2) 
 
Table 2. Correlations  
 
  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
1. A_D            
2. RIT  .55***          
3. LAM  .62*** .42*         
4. DIS_PE  .72*** .39* .61***        
5. ATT  .51** .45** .65*** .55***       
6. AGG  .78*** .63*** .67*** .54** .59***      
7. TRASG  .70*** .45* .64*** .69*** .41* .53**     
8. INTR  .65*** .48** .66*** .52** .34+ .58*** .62***    
9. INT  .94*** .75*** .77*** .72*** .62*** .84*** .73*** .72***   
10. EXT  .85*** .63*** .75*** .69*** .58*** .90*** .85*** .69*** .91***  
 
 
 
 
Note. A_D = Anxiety/Depression; RIT = Withdrawn; LAM = Somatic Complaints; DIS_PE = Thought Problems; 
ATT = Attention Problems; AGG = aggressive behaviours TRASG = rule-breaking behaviors; INTR = intrusive; 
INT = Internalizing Problems; EXT = Externalizing Problems.  
+ = p > .06; * = p > .05; * * = p > .01; * * * = p > .001  
Emotional-adaptive profile: comparison with traditional university
As shown by the graph below (Graph 1), the UTIU students attending the counselling centre show a meaningfully 
different profile from those enrolled in the traditional universities (see Graph 1).  
Graph 1. Comparison between students of the UTIU Counselling and a traditional University  
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Note = red line: students of the UTIU university; blue line = sample of students in a traditional university, 
“Sapienza” University of Rome. For the comparison the data introduced in the article of Dazzi, Petrocchi, Fontana, 
Peralta, Tucci, Cerutti, Ammaniti, 2009) have been considered.  
A_D = Anxiety/Depression; RIT = Withdrawn; LAM = Somatic Complaints; DIS_PE = Thought Problems; ATT = 
Attention Problems; AGG = aggressive behaviours TRASG = rule-breaking behaviors; INTR = intrusive; INT = 
Internalizing Problems; EXT = Externalizing Problems.  
 
In particular the UTIU students, in comparison with the users of a traditional university counselling service, reveal a 
low amount of symptoms in the anxiety and depression area (d of Cohen = - .5; effect-size R = - .24), in the 
psychosomatic area (d of Cohen = - .6; effect-size R = - .31), and in the whole internalisation area (d di Cohen = - 
.6; effect-size R = .27). On the contrary they reveal a large amount of symptoms concerning the externalisation (d of 
Cohen = .1.8; effect-size R = .66), either with regards to the aggressive behaviours (d of Cohen = .7; effect-size R = 
- .35) and the transgressive behaviours (d of Cohen = 2.6; effect-size R = .79). Besides they reveal a larger amount 
of thought problems, (d of Cohen = 1.2; effect-size R = - .52).  
Discussions
The first results show some specific maladaptive areas in the psychological process of the students attending the 
counselling service recently activated at the International Telematic University Uninettuno.  
The students identified by the study have an emotional-behavioural profile particularly jeopardized as regards the 
area of the externalisation problems. The critical aspects that are reported above reveal in part what is shown in 
literature (Collins and Mowbray, 2005; Dazzi et al., 2009). In fact, like other university contexts, the students of 
distance learning university attending the counselling service demonstrate particularly risky profiles, but unlike 
other students, the UTIU counselling service users mainly differ regarding the respect of the social and moral rules 
regulating mutual rights and duties. Unlike the traditional university students attending the counselling services, the 
UTIU students reveal an emotional- adaptive profile significantly jeopardized with regard to the externalisation 
problem, especially for the transgression area. 
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This result suggests that, when accepting users at the counselling centre, the individual emotional and behavioural 
self-regulation has to be taken into account. Distance learning university is typified by an extensive flexibility of the 
didactic system and the students’ may autonomously regulate their study. It is thus interesting to point out that the 
users of the counselling service specifically differ from traditional university students because of a greater difficulty 
in respecting the social rules running the individual choices in shared and cooperative contexts. We may also notice 
that students ask teachers for excessive and non-specific requests without accessing the resources at their disposal 
(e.g. forum, supplementary didactic material, teaching programs), as the UTIU telematic tutors of the Faculty of 
Psychology report.  
We may hypothesize that this phenomenon could also make the social exchanges and the interpersonal dynamics 
among the different actors difficult, thus damaging the academic path. If on one hand, according to the Uninettuno 
psycho-pedagogical model, it is necessary to promote self-efficacy and self-management, on the other hand it is also 
worth to not neglect the aspects that regulate cooperation, exchange and respect.  
At the moment there are no gender differences. However, since the small sized sample and the prevalence of female, 
it is necessary to validate this result on the base of a larger and well-balanced sample. The first correlational analysis 
has pointed out the strong associations among the externalisation and internalisation problems. At a more practical 
level, this result emphasizes the importance of paying attention to the whole set of interconnected emotional and 
behavioural problems throughout the course of the conversations. 
The results suggest evaluating students’ profiles during the first assessment phase in order to understand individual 
needs and demand, and anticipate the possible requests. Being an in progress study it is not possible to generalise 
these first results yet.  
Finally, if considering either the general increase of the demands for counselling services and the gravity of the 
reported problems (Benton, Robertson, Tseng, Newton, Bentos, 2003; Collins and Mowbray, 2005), we believe that 
it is increasingly important that distance learning universities activate and offer psychodynamic counselling service 
especially focused on students psychological profile and academic performance. 
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